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Maximizing Student Alternatives:. -

l

A Variable-Credit, Advanced Composition Course .

.

advanced level, is the problem of directing our s

Law

ce F, Laban

Virginia Commonwealth University

tudents to write‘for a

?
°

A major concern of today's writing, courses, from the freshman to the

~

specific audience. We teach them td vary their rhetoriéﬁl techniques, to y
choose their language carefully to reach their intended audience--to maximize

their alternatives and strategies'in writing. Yet what do wé§ as ‘teachers of

.

writing, do.to reach our audience--or, more precisely, the varied audiences

» ‘ .
in our writing classes? From freshman to adv

‘can no longer give them either a "cultu

.

B

gﬁl" intro

’

\
|

anced composition we may have
finally become convinced that our courses must meet the needs of students and

duction to ljiterature or a

k4

workshop in how to write "personal" essays. But what have we substituted for

direction:

formulated

since

freshman composition is a service course,

’

»> »

. T

~

-y

these traditional and, in their owi way, still wprthwhile, concerrs?

)

At Virginia Commonwealth University there,has been a chinge in the right

i

its éoals were .

only.after discussion with administra'tors and faculty from the

various schools of .thé university. These goals include the ever-popular

"back to the basics" plus a real

\

nreed in other university courses,

>

N .
-attempt to give students the tools they will

particularly re§earéh,t001§.Q'Advanéed

courses in technical writing,'legal writing, and business writing have been
. N . v ‘ . . ’

added to the curriculum, Yet, in many‘of these courses we blithely go on

I . . L
- teaching students MLA‘;tandard documegtation, hardly considering that signif-
. R . s . N
icfntly less than one percént of the students in“each of those Etasses’wiyl
\ o engage in literary scholarship. We exchange“vélﬁéble ideas of meetiﬁgs‘like
. . e . 2 - i

N\
N

R ) o
A4 .7
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‘but putting those ideas into practice hasn't been. easy.
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are willipg;to'dev te to their writing.

o . :
not required, nar does it fulfill any requirements’

* . Yl » ' LA M v
. . ) v Laban 2
.

’ New course content--admitting, r'example, that legal, teChnicalg‘\ .

[ I's

L

needs (thus(getting out of the MLA rut) ih the t1me he is w1111ng to . ‘

- N . [N .
Spend And that is a vaniable-credit unitiized system, most useful 'in,

N ! -1, . . 0]

©

advanced composition, but with many aspect appliééble to freshman

composition and technical writing as well, | The kind of variabké-credit

giving students the chance to practice the k nds of writing they actually

.

do and doing it in the time span they choose.

~

L

variahle-credit advanced writing coursé begins with three basic

R

assumptd ns'hhput students who take the cdurs : one, they are there

because.they know they need help, wo, they have specific

The instructor should begin with.at

least two main princiRles: one, effective written communication is a series
b \ .

of leereablé;;kills; an two,.these ékills canl; taught best in a unitized
brocess seqe%\ce. . ° ’ : 1
K% ,
These asahmptions are-particularly important
" f . s
course for noniEhglish majors such as the oge I am descrihing.
B . -

Y

n an advanced compositiort

The course dis
or the English major.

-
i
Students enroll because

©

th‘if instructors in their mggor fields tell them
they had better if they went to pass their courses‘an&\because they know they

g
will get help where they needait most--with papers due %h other classes,

/ . \
1

. ’ n - »
.‘ AU . 3 :
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- Ihesg‘Students,.then, know they have.problems' although they may mneed our

-

?

t

help inwpinpdinting exactly what the problems are,

Y

We don't feed to- be reminded that few studgnts nowadays want to write

.
-

. / .. )
well for its own sake--whatever that means.- Most students who #nroll in

@

writing courses beyond.the freshman level zother than cr ivq_Wniting) do

v
.

so for very speciffc reasons.*- Not, "what's the best way to write a technical

report; " they ask theoretically, but "how do you write a research paper for

-

~

Urban Studies 348?" " "How do you prepare a<E§se study for Social Work 5227"
. 7 .
"How .do you rev1se an Anthropology 201 book report to .(‘.hange theggrade from

F+ to something, hopefully, better?" That these students tend to be'strongly

. . -

.

|
goal-oriented ("I have this research paper to write," they moan sadly) is
- . ‘ ’

actually a'plus'for the writing instructor.. Mofivation--that old bugaboo of

s

required courses and of student evaluations of teaching--comes Firectly from :
A}

‘e

the student. And there are not only specific tasks and audiencés for these

" ‘ 0 . - Y .

assignhents, but there is usually d1rect feedback -to the student--not Juét

\
from his writing teacher but from that '"real" aud1ence. Perhaps the* D he -
| anad AN .\’ ) + .
receives on\a mass communications term paper will convince him that effective

L}

‘writing is worth\:he effort more 'than all our oun pleadings about the glories
. a,° ' v . .

of the language. ) . - : . .

\' v ,9 .z ‘ R N ! . (9

Time is money fo these students. Most of them juniors and seniors,

[ v
*

many of them graduate students (who are *in the course because their theses
.. s

. .
- -

. . . - )
won't be accepted until the "fix up" the writing), some, particularly at

L .

urban institutions, working pr_ essionglly on JObS for\which‘they must prepare
. ! e ; .

-

<written reports--they have ne1ther ‘the time nox» the desire to neturn to day

Ld
° 4 *

- one--freshman comp031tion--nor to study the theory and practice of style from

. -
’ 1

55cahm to Tom WQlfe--a traditional concern of Advanced Composition- noble

1

[

pursuits, indeed but’ hardly 1n\khe line of the chemistry or sociology anor

W
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‘\ //e .their coming and golng every f1ve wieks (as I'w11L explain in a moment),

- 3
,
[y

“Laban &4 °
P

. -~ . N )
who  has a research paper due in three weeks and plans to spend the next .

Al
-
»
\ .
\
. v
~

twenty days in a state of mild panic and severe depression.

[

+
L}
.

Some of these students (let me add here to-brighten the picture a

. -
¢ ' S

little), have neither the t1me desirsx or need to repeat freshman
English ' For thém advanced composit1on ig the place te pick up a few

14
-

’
<
.

D}
'
. .

‘ Specific add1t10na1 skillss’ like writxng an effectlve process report for
k- 1ab or preparing a ptoposal for an honors.project

.
.
i

~
4

i
.
-
’

. |
Process1hg\these
students through a tradltlonal semester'or _quarfer course is ilkevmaking

someone read the JOED, from cover to cover merely to'f1nd out how to.spe11
A\

?rape ' Surely there -is a better way to g;ve these students what they

'J_»a.",

. 2

-

need-—and perhaps a little more--and qhat way is thsough var1ab1e credi

;,) |

‘.

But- what about the teacher of. advanced compos1tlon for non-English,
maJors faced with these J&udents; hungry on1y for that‘éiln hls%ory or
' )

.

*

%

psychology7 Those of us whose primary tralnang is litevary,, r;_atxb st

1

how" t:)teaqh the 500-wqrd theme, ‘face’ some very spec1a1 problems.» But

. N o

g .

we .also ga1n some very speelalxadvantages. The‘d1versity of gpals and

N

Q,“'uh
projects the students bring to a variable cred1t c1ass, not to- mention

1 - . '
. i
9

S

may threaten ‘anarchy in the class
R :

4

.
~

bring new ideas and-methods to teach&dQ--many of which can be carried

back to revitalize a tired freshman compqsltion class

-

I

And even w1th students doing d1ffefgnt k1nds of work for d1fferent
nunmers of cre&

i

~

&>
- .
=N e Y

> f

’
its. there iS°po need to give up.organlzation, sy11ab1, and”
advanced planning for(the course--indeed they are esSentlal

-
.
4

.. Student
alternatives ar® maximized not through a'breakdownfof "conventional®

.
-z

.

\j nor, I insist; by lowerlng standards of éifectlve Writlng,.clear prose, and

. kdl '
-
P .
\:

teﬁching methods/roles/organ1zations (although that is certainly possible),.

E
.
\ .

4 .

e

@
. 3

M t e
{
5om, but is Teally;an opportun1ty to.
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"« _this s hardly ever a proble

,‘ correct grammar--but by “letting students choose ‘the particular tasks they

"will accomplish, how 'they can best meet their own wrj}ing goals; and how

o

- \

much time they will ?ut in behind a hot peﬁcil. This'éysteﬁ goes beyond

. ‘e . 4 S
sinple contract grading/in that credits, kinds and amounts of work done

’ IS

are negotiable,

If the instructor chooses to ‘contract for quality grades

rd £

. Iy

(A,B,C, etc.) he can.do so with this system.
t -_—, ' ) 0

-

[
I, for one, choose not., Thus,

can serve the needs of varied

a variable-credit advanced composition course
L

-~

studerits and varied faculty teaching stwles.
- ¢ \

)

,

-

4 s

- ,

There are three major factors to consider’ in organizing a variable-
‘Mb 4 .
credit course -an8

in assigding credit tg students, They are: one, how

. \ X * - .
much time the student.spends in class completing class assignments. This

. 3 .

. .

» -

first elgment can be’ further factored: _will the class be divigded.into three .

4

five-week sections for one credit each, or will sfhdentqﬁbe able to éoqé

bl

L)

[N . . ’

once or twice per week for one or two,credits, respectively,
\ .

systems ‘are possible, in practice tHe latter turns out to be highly improbable. .

Arthough both 7[ .

P -

3

It is more efficient to allow one-credit students-who cannot meet the full

-,

se as a tutorial,

*"‘class -schedule to take ;the entire cour
. . -~

. The important thing

"here is the flexibility of choice. ™

. ! .
The second fqgtpr is the amount of writing tpe student yill do. Thig,

LB

o

of course, can depénd on his assignments from other classes. The instructor
A .

" may usé number of finished pages, or also consider the difficulty and time

» N ~

of each individual assignment, If the student does not have enough work for

.

_other classes to satisfy the requirements, he can easily'create'hié own

N

tasks, modeled on ones for other classes--or, if that fails, I'm sure every
N . . . .

il . . .
instructor. has a trunkful of.useful assignments for the student.who(doesn't

4 .

know what to write. But in a couEse iettipgﬁstudents write fbr‘other,clgsseg
! :‘ Y N .

mn,
t

I3

b

e
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: ’ DS . N , .
T The third factof is the Specifié‘writing-skills the student must v

—

demonstrate--best if qhey are agTeed upofr in advance by student and . - -

teachef{ These m1ght iﬁclude paragnﬂphaorganlzatlpn,‘effective trans1ons,

. s v

c

X

precisp sentences, corre{( documentatlon (1n whatever form the student

uses), etc.,‘etc.
‘ .

v

(% . .
A
.

.

- . . A o . F . - . v :
The simplest'procedure which considers all these factors is to assign
- N * X ’V 'Y

’dne credit for eaeh five weeks of_ciasswgrk and eight orvnine pages of

. (based on the sk111s process o Anizatzbn I wi&l suggest in a moment)
. N

X

I have. beén teaching this coursg-

1 4

'

1 4

~

Many students, however% in

-

\

\

-

\

5t

. J,;':-

ct, the vast maJority in the two years

0

N

1

’

-

chopse to stay beyond their-original

written work, a110w1ng the student'to 62ve10p h1s particularnwrltlng goals

* intention.

4

think theyuneed, or hardly

knew ekisted,'those who sBay officially

v
LI N . ' v
Al \

iy have add1t10na1 papers

. 2
assigned in other .courses.

v PR .. Y]

appeals to students. Even'more appealing, theya an also drop credits‘

. > .

1as they\go along if they can 't keep up to the pac
In addition,

[}

$hg? may “take this var1ab1e credit cQ rée for one credit

each of-thfeefsemesters running--or whenever they h ve. papers for other

classes,:

a

-

A to4

.
- 0

al of three credits will be allowed

P |

,
’

~

oward graduation,
- I
1

L3

however the student arranges them. . l f ’ :
‘ ’ y . : [ 4
. .One.course Qrganization that works particulért& well divides the
» 4 . . ¢ R Coow
., ’ i . . s -
course into thheé five-week segments, each self-contained units, but
. A — -

she second two (build on .§kills £rom the previous -ones.

¢
’

Thus a student

| . NN . -
who enters for the second‘unitushpuld'alieaay be fairly proficient ¢in the _ !




. 0N o L N . / - - L4 A - oA
. .

. < ' =~ .- : - Laban 7
- N - - '

8kills of the first, 'This'qan be determined in a brief writing sample.d :

‘And the facs that. freshman composition is a pre-requisité ensure some

basic business skills at the start, but not many. ..q
2 A e ' - ) . ) -,
The first’unit, called "The Whole FThing," presents~to the student

' \

-

'product and process models for the whole essay as welf‘as for individUal "

» . ‘

paragraph development EEgical organization and, clarity of ideas are

' emphas1zed,ﬁ_Students~are presented with a form into which they can Ny ' .
O . \ :

plug any immediate assignménts: Let me emphasize that the "product " |

o \

model" is a_suggested form ‘not a failJproof formrla.” ¥t givés studenté/
. [ *

‘:a clear picture of what their ass1gnment shonld "Look 11ke" when they're | .«
complefed--whete all the p1eces go from the t1t1e to the thesis to the TN

supporting eV1dence to’ the footnotes.’ It is particularly impor?ant to L
. . \ .

] ~
N

give this immediate access to the-wholeée 7h{ng since' papers in other ‘
. . - . " . .
courses may be due almost at once.» The content of the product model ~

* »

need be no different from'what we teach np freshman compositiop (the
£ - .
500~word theme), the finer points of each segment of the model--effective .

opening paragraphs, goodrsentence style, clear tréh31tions and signals,

etc. --can be added 1ater;-—§his difference in delivery (doing the whole

L]

thing at once) is a shift from £52~;:ual freshman eourse'in which you,

.

traditionally build up to the 500-word theme at the end. I claimed

[

earlier ‘that a maJofﬁiqal of this course is to help the student mebt + 0 ' *J

the requirements ~of writingt for his own field, and one model for all may * . v
v
-~
seemwfike a contradiction. But all k1nds of Rﬂd&vidual help (wh1ch you

N >

can g1ve\as the semester goes on) won t do much good if he dan't get his ' s,
" .

ideas into some kind of logical order--fast, ' .

‘. %
That’ is why the presentation of a "process mode1 as important ‘
« \
as the product model . Itls one qhing tes show the student what his essay ;
. . : . 'Q \ $ .‘ .
v o . . N -

\
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[}

should look like'when it's finished, We all know how much good that does,

~

What the student°aeeds and deserves from us is a method for achieving that
., # o . ~
prodqst. "And unless you believe writing is a series oﬁaskiIls? you can't
1) f . ‘
very well give him that process--which is, at last you're probably think-

’ . .
' . '

ing--the rationale for those two_es8umpt§onsiﬁor the insgructor I mentioned

. <. ) . . . “
very early, Give them a step-by-step proéess and, they!ll give you the

' . R t N
product.’ Remembering, of’course, that *flexibility should be built into

both tﬁf\product'andAthe process. - -

/. The second focus of the fiﬁét
.. . 4
Both product and process modelsﬂare presfnned7 I give my students, for.

five,wfeks« s paragraph development,

example, models for thirty to forty kin s/ f,paragraphs (depending on my

energy ‘that week) an@ atCEhe drop of a atchel they can write one, two,
LY [ -

or»thirty of those kinds. Like forty different paragraphs on the way
thDonald's,hakes hamburgers., - - _[‘ S . ‘i : R
< ) " roe f-‘. N -t . N

The secofd unit moves into style, sentence structure, ‘and word

(N . - : - -

Py
choice,. emphasizing proofreading ap/‘rev181nggtechniques, a practical
s r /

) ratheg?fhis th oretical approach, tude?ts who have onlx,oge paper to
. BN O . . W - *
write before g#aduation and who will, t?ey say, *have a secrefary to

. .
- .- . . |

will hardly be interested in going bey#&d the first five weeks, . But

many-— st;udents will, The variabl -credjat approach gives them that fho‘ice.-

:fi\\ They can ewen skip the middle, five we%ks and return for the third unit;

e - ' -

as some of them do. . el

\‘Thé;firét‘two units (the
- 7

- fancy footwork~fr0h the ‘instructor becapse of the speed with which a’

s Qo e
f)‘( N ’

""\

great deal of material,must bé presenfed \But there is litt}te that isg
” . ‘4 :

!

ole theme and//tile) may require ‘some

new in content at akes it easier It°is only in the'third‘qnit,
\'I'\

.
\

'reaﬂing and research tec giq » that the instructor wili need to.tailor

\1
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his haterials to meet specialized stLdent'needs--the‘biologist,or the
, [N . ) . R

* business analyst,

with. them from other courses or professional situations.

»

experts in everything, and we shouldn't’ try,

-

for example,

_ But the students should bring models

We can't be

“

‘We neell thé help of

. »

faculty in other dlsciplines to give us the mod

-

'students tb follow.

involved {n at VCU, o

{

'

o

3}8 they want. their

1

~

.
- -

'
»

Course organization,

then, can be relatively simple;

work, hopefglfy, will be left.to the registrat's offige.

£

I 3
permlssion,'for e?ample,

I turn in my final grades.

<

$

.

v

And this iS'q project I am currently very much

the paper-

1 have‘special

to add and delete students from my rolls when

~ Thus I do 'not have £0\keep sending in new

2 Lo e . ' . ,
rolls and class information every time a student adds or changes credits_

’

!

. offers these special advantages to students and facuLty:“

Var1ab1e credit advanced composition, for non-Engllsh maJors, then,

°
.

7mphasi§ion pragtical wrizing §ki11e'rather than:theery'
%mphasis on'heiping studenteideet his particular writing needs
offeriné student% a choice of_ credit and worklbad
.éaXLmlzlng the aléernatlves‘for lea;nlng and teaching effective
commuﬁlcatlon for students who wrlte only when they need to.

i
i




